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Am I Really the Devil?
Bridging the Gap Between High School
and College Writing
BY HILARY

p ARMENTIER

A

student in my high school composition class was presenting her end-of-the-year research to a panel of
teachers recently when she reluctantly turned to me and said, "I just wanted you to know, you're the
devil." She continued out the door, but not before she cracked a sinister smile to let me know that she
appreciated everything we had accomplished throughout the semester. Most teachers would cringe at the thought
of a student uttering such a statement, but I took it as a compliment. You have to understand that when I first
began teaching, my job was to create a curriculum that would improve writing and fulfill an elective at the same
time. This was a challenge for me. I had to think of ways to help students improve their writing and convince
them that it would be worth learning. I thought back to when I was a junior and senior in high school and how
little writing I had actually done. I was mortified when I entered college and found that good writing skills were
a must in college and beyond. I was determined not to let this happen to my students. The more I thought about
my own experience, the more I realized what students needed and how to accomplish it. I began to work with
the idea of bridging the gap between high school and college writing. I looked at actual college requirements
and compared introductory writing requirements of courses and realized that most high school students would
not have the experience or knowledge to succeed without struggling (Enders, 2001). So I began to design a
curriculum that would meet the criteria for improving high school writing, and at the same time give students an
opportunity to understand their own writing and be able to adapt it to various situations.
I was faced with many skeptical students at first
because, not only did they expect a different teacher,
they also expected to have a semester filled with
grammar practice. I explained that we would not
only be studying grammar but would also write (Gill,
2000). As I looked at their blank faces, I noticed many
students squirming in their seats and trying frantically
to find their schedules to see where they could make
a change at the last minute. After reassuring them that
everyone would finish the class as a better writer, they
began to settle into the routine of writing workshop

and learning to analyze their own writing. Of course,
this took a lot of coaxing, time, patience, trust-building, and effort to get to know each individual student
as a writer.
I began the class with more guidance and then gradually decreased my input as students took over the
responsibility of recognizing strengths in their own
writing (Underwood, 1998). To gauge their writing
abilities, I set a schedule for each student to complete
a timed essay. I used the first essay mainly for my
initial assessment to see what each student needed
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to work on throughout the semester. The second and
third essays were gradually turned over to the students
for correction and revision. They would participate
in a writing workshop and revise on their own and in
groups to learn how to judge writing. I also looked at
their pieces as a second or even third reader because I
didn't want to influence their ideas. I explained to the
class that I would not always be there to look over a
paper and they would have to learn how to judge on
their own.
As I slowly turned over control of revising and editing
the writing to each student, I started to hear familiar
reactions repeated: "Start out with a snapshot" or
"This seems choppy, let's work on the flow." For a
writing teacher, this was music to my ears! I had taken
the students beyond the teacher-grading mode into
less traveled ground where they could recognize the
aspects of a well-written paper. They were not only
editing their own papers but others, too.
By the end of the semester, each student had experienced at least seven different kinds of writing for
public and professional purposes, including research,
description, and analysis. They began to see the
relevance of exposure to so many different kinds of
writing when I showed them the curriculums of some
of the colleges in the area (Richey. 1997). I think it
also helped that I gave them real examples of work I
had done either with them or in college. The students
liked this because it showed my ability to relate and
increased their trust in me.
The reflections that students completed after each
assignment were an important aspect of the course. I
asked for their feedback so that I could teach better
in the future. Many students gave constructive comments that helped greatly with improving the class
such as, "We need more examples." My favorite
comments began with, "I hated this assignment ... "
because these comments always ended with, " ... but
I learned a lot and I know I needed it." Comments
like these made me think I was doing something
right. As we worked through the semester, each
student developed his or her own voice and style
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of writing. I usually didn't even have to look at the
name to recognize the writer. Getting to know the
students became yet another important factor in helping each student individually. This became clearer
when they began to ask how to apply for college.
Many students had never written a personal essay,
cover letter, or even a formal letter. I had so many
requests for this information that I made it part of
the class.
As a result, one-on-one conferencing in class became
crucial because many students were working with different requirements. Several students received favorable responses about their applications, including one
who received a hand-written acceptance letter prior
to the official letter. A student who earned average
grades was commended on his wonderful essay. Like
this student, many others put in extra time before and
stayed after school to work on their essays. Considering that many of them are now in college, I would say
the hard work paid off!
At the end of the year, I watched the seniors take
their final walk through the halls of the high school,
and I began to notice that same sinister smile over
and over. Each student took the time to thank me and
even give a hug once in a while. We made it through
together-my first year of teaching and their last year
before college.
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